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GOP Plan Revives Adoption Battle 

Vfklfare Proposal W)uld Cut State Aid Over Delay in Minority Matches 


By Barbara Vobejda 
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A Republican welfare reform plan 
is resurrecting an old and conten- 
tious debate over whether social 
workers should attempt to match 
children and adoptive families by 
race. 

Under legislation adopted in the 
House last month a state could lose 
every penny of its federal child pro- 
tection money if it delays the adop- 
tion of minority children to place 
them with minority families. 

No other misdeed by a state 
would invite such harsh punishment 
under the Republican plan, not serv- 
ing Twinkies for school lunch, not 
cutting off cash aid to the poor, not 
even ignoring child abuse. 

Critics say that with this multimil- 
lion-doUar ffureat. Republicans have 
taken a sledgehammer to an exceed- 
ingly complex and sensitive social is- 
sue. But authors of the language say 
they wanted to correct misdirected 
policies that keep minority children 
trapped in foster care. 

“The problem is that you’ve got so 
inahy minority kids that are bottled 
iq), that could be adopted and would 
be adopted but for that problem,” 
said Rep. E. Clay Shaw Jr. (R-Fla.), 
who heads the House subcommittee 
that drafted the bill 

For many in the welfare debate, 
the subject of transracial adoption 
was considered important but tan- 
gential to the central mission, to get 
welfare recipients to work and re- 
vamp a seriously flawed national sys- 
tem. 

But the House included much less 
severe penalties for violating the 
bill’s mandate to put welfare parents 
to work. A state that fails to move a 
single welfare recipient into a job 
would lose just 5 percent of its fed- 
eral pa)mient for cash assistance, 
compared with losing its entire child 
protection grant for violating the in- 
terracial adoption provision. 


House Republicans left httle room 
for interpretation, approving lan- 
guage that prohibits a state or agen- 
cy receiving federal funds from “de- 
la;^g or denying the placement of a 
child for adoption or into foster care, 
or otherwise discriminating in mak- 
ing a placement decision” on the ba- 
sis of race, color or national origin. 

Now, even some of the measure’s 
sponsors are arguing that the sanc- 
tion ought to be revisited when the 

problem is 
that you ’ve got so 
many minority kids 
that are bottled up, 
that could be 
adopted.’’ 

— Rep. E. Clay Shaw Jr. (R-FIa.) 

Senate takes up welfare reform after 
the Easter recess. 

“I thiok the penalty probably is a 
little too harsh,” said Rep. Jim Tal- 
ent (R-Mo.), and Shaw said he did 
not think a state should lose its en- 
tire child protection block grant “for 
a single incident . . . That’s not go- 
ing to happen.” 

Opponents of the House measure 
say there is a wide consensus among 
social workers that adoption agen- 
cies should make every effort to 
place minority children with minori- 
ty famihes, u^ess it causes a child to 
languish in foster care. 

“We would agree, if you can’t find 
a black family, go ahead and place 
the child with a white family,” said 
Leora Neal, who co-chairs the Na- 
tional Association of Black Social 
Workers’ task force on foster care 
and adoption. But, she added, “Adop- 
tion its^ is traumatic to the kids be- 
cause the/re cut off from their bio- 


logical family. . . . Transracial adop- 
tion just adds another layer.” 

She argued that these children 
are often not fully accepted by the 
white community and, at the same 
time, it is difficult for them to feel 
part of the Afiican American ; cul- 
ture. 

The House welfare bill replaced 
dozens of federal programs with five 
lump sum payments that would go 
directly from Washington to the 
states, eliminating hundreds of regu- 
lations and giving states much more 
discretion in running their own wel- 
fare programs. One of those pay- 
ments, a child protection block 
grant, would provide $3.9 billion to 
states next year to place abused and 
neglected children in foster care and 
adoptive families. 

The House Repubhcans acted out 
of dissatisfaction with legislation ap- 
proved in October last year, which 
would allow agencies to consider the 
ethnic background of a child and “the 
capacity of the prospective” parents 
“to meet the needs of a child of this 
background” in placement decisions. 

That language “sent a signal, go 
ahead and race match as long as you 
play by these rules,” said Carol Sta- 
tute Bevan, director of pubUc policy 
for the National Council for Adop- 
tion. “If you don’t send a clear mes- 
sage that discrimination is not going 
to be tolerated . . . you’re going to 
continue to have delays.” 

The subject of interracial adoption 
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has prompted controversy since the 
early 1970s, when the National As- 
sociation of Black Social Workers 
condemned the practice, saying mi- 
nority children fare better with mi- 
nority families. 

Over the years, it has become 
common for adoption agencies to at- 
tempt to match children with pro- 
spective families by their ethnic or 
racial background. Now, 43 states 
lean toward race matching and three 
states require race to be considered 
in placements, according to the Na- 
tional Council for Adoption. 

Both sides in the debate say it is 
acceptable to niatch children and 
famihes by race if it does not create 
a delay in placement, but they dis- 
agree over whether the practice is 
causing serious delays. 

Atout 445,000 American children 
^e in foster care, and for those in 
line to be adopted, the median wait 
is 2 years and 8 months. According 
to the National Adoption Information 
Clearinghouse, nearly half of the 
children in foster care are minori- 
ties, and black children stay in foster 
care a third longer than the national 
median. 

Opponents of the House language 
say racial matching alone does not 
cause the delay in placing black chil- 
dren. They note that these children 
are often older, handicapped or diffi- 
cult to place for other reasons. Da- 
vid Liederman, executive director of 
the Child Welfare League of Ameri- 
ca, said if the House bill is enacted, 
state agencies and social workers 
will “do whatever is expedient be- 
aiuse they don’t want to be penal- 
ized. They might do interracial 
placements when they might not 
have had to.” ! 



